
Jessica Santos, PhD, Director
Leah Zallman Center for Immigrant Health Research
Institute for Community Health

NH Behavioral Health Summit 

Manchester, NH

December 9, 2025

Health as Survival?
 Immigrant and Community Well-being in Turbulent Times



WHAT:
• Turbulent times, not new
• Boldness in dehumanization 

SO WHAT:
• Political anxiety
• Financial trauma
• Individual, institutional, relational changes

NOW WHAT:
• Immigrant integration
• Narrative strategy
• Self and collective care

Today’s talk:



Leah Zallman Center for Immigrant 
Health Research

Mission

To partner with immigrant communities, advocates, 

policymakers, funders, and social and health systems on 

actionable research to improve immigrant health and well-being. 

How we work

The Leah Zallman Center builds 

on ICH’s long history of using 

participatory methods to ensure 

that community voices in 

research are amplified to the 

state and national level as part of 

evidence-based policymaking.

www.immigranthealth.org

Values

Collaboration.  Equity.  Joy.  Rigor.  Generosity.  Impact.

http://www.immigranthealth.org


https://immigranthealth.org/lzc-impact-report/

https://immigranthealth.org/lzc-impact-report/


WHAT

What are some of the key 
patterns and policies 
affecting immigrant 
mental health?

• Turbulent times, not new
• Boldness in dehumanization



ICE

IMPACTS

Health and Economic 

Policies (new and old) Othering



SO WHAT

How do they play out and 
what are the effects on 
immigrant and 
community health?

• Political anxiety
• Financial trauma 
• Individual, institutional, relational changes



n=553 over 3 

years

Right now, deportation is very big on 

everyone’s mind... the program will be 

spreading word of what we have - a card that 

shares how to get a lawyer, legal services, 

resources, and organizations of help.  We 

don’t know what’s coming but I can say with 

confidence raising the resiliency in the 

community is how we can prepare.
-Weaving Well-being program 

leader



Political anxiety
...is a term used to describe feelings of uncertainty, instability, and 

distress over world events, government decisions, and societal shifts. 

⚬ We cannot therapize away policy-induced harm

⚬ We can..

￭ develop healthy coping strategies 

￭ provide resources about rights, legal support, and safe spaces

￭ create opportunities for community and civic engagement

￭ channel funding to community-based organizations and mutual 

aid networks that are already doing the work 
                           

Data: Weaving Well-

being ; mental health 

landscape review

72% of voters feel that the tone and civility in 

American politics has gotten worse. 
(May 2025)



I used to be a lawyer in the Dominican Republic. 
Now, I work in housekeeping at Brigham.

-program participant

Financial trauma
...is the psychological and emotional stress people experience from 

serious or ongoing money problems like poverty, job loss, housing 

instability, bankruptcy, or growing up in a financially insecure 

environment. It can affect how someone thinks about, feels about, and 

manages money long after the original hardship has passed. 

Data: basic income 

evaluation; study

of CDFI role

Key sources of financial trauma

• Loss and violence through migration

• Poverty, inability to provide for family/others     

• Being denied opportunities (lending, jobs)    

• Predatory lending, fraud, or violence due to debt

• Fear of further loss: legal and financial insecurity 

• Racial or gender-based discrimination   

• Anti-immigrant policies and narratives            

When I came here, I came with nothing... I faced a lot of, like, 
depression because I felt like I was by myself and I was, like, 

drowning . . So being part of the program and having that 
little assist to pay basic needs—it was just incredible.

                                                   -program participant



As participants’ financial stability increased, languishing mental 
health decreased 

I believe that the entrepreneurs we’ve 
helped, immigrant and nonimmigrant alike... 

have become more financial stable and 
more financially self sufficient than they 

were before they got a loan from us. And in 
that way I think, I hope, that we’ve helped 
them heal some of their financial trauma.

CDFI Leader



Institutional response

Data: basic income 

evaluation; study

of CDFI role

It is reality in the United States, whether people wish to 
acknowledge it or not, that race, ethnicity, and immigrant status can 
and does correlate with economic prosperity. So, we’re seeking to 

find the path to yes for folks to whom the banks have said no. 
CDFI leader

Trauma-informed lending

• No pressure to sign, offer resources

• Staff reflects community, multi-lingual services

• Institution physically present in communities

• Range of loans aligned with needs and values 

• Acknowledging history/intergenerational trauma

• Holistic assessment of goals, risks, and credit

• Shift relationship with money through coaching

• Shame-free environment, warm handoffs 



Health care: not business as usual

Data: PAR study on 

narratives in health 

care re: immigrants

Resources and best/emerging practices

• Institutional protocol for if ICE shows up

• Train frontline staff and ID primary point of contact

• Public v. private/protected areas 

• Data privacy / chart review

• Don’t ask patient legal status

• Patient resources (red cards, legal referrals, mental 

health, family preparedness plans, mutual aid)

• Support for coworkers / workforce well-being

• Coordinated sector-based advocacy

• CLAS standards

• Language and communication access

• CHWs and/or care in trusted locations 

• Telehealth 



NOW WHAT

How can we move out of 
survival mode and create 
safe and healthy 
communities for all?

• Immigrant integration
• Narrative strategy
• Self and collective care



Personal

Institutional

Cultural

Immigrant integration
...is a dynamic, two-way process in which newcomers and the 

receiving society work together to build secure, vibrant, and 

cohesive communities.

Data: every 

single project!



Narrative strategy
...is a long term effort to raise certain values and 

diminish others in ways that engage diverse types 

of narrators and audiences, and that are not bound 

by short term communications needs.

Data: PAR study on 

narratives in health 

care re: immigrants



The Current Media & Social Media Landscape

Proponents Opponents

When at the core of the intersection of healthcare, immigration, and frontline work, 
the landscape is clearly divided into supportive and oppositional narrative viewpoints — 

there is little middle ground:

Anti-immigrant policies 
in healthcare affect all 
our care and health

Immigrants are a drain on 
the health care system and 

cheat the system at the 
expense of taxpayers



Proponents “The immigrant workers are very crucial to the functioning of this facility and to the physical and 
mental health of the people they serve.” –Terry Hodge, Administrator at the Framingham, 
Massachusetts, facility — CNN 

“Care delayed is care denied, we want patients to know ultimately we have the preventative 

care you need, we want you to have timely access to treating your disease or illness…and to 

live a healthy, productive life. That requires that you have continued access to your health 

care provider and we are still here to meet those needs. That hasn’t changed.” –Michael 
Curry, chief executive of the Massachusetts League of Community Health Centers — BOSTON 
GLOBE

“Foreign-trained physicians will now be able to help fill in the core of health care 

professionals that are serving in the Commonwealth and lead to getting people in sooner, 

diagnosed sooner, treated sooner, and afforded prevention and wellness sooner,” –Michael 

Curry, president and chief executive of the Massachusetts League of Community Health 
Centers — BOSTON GLOBE

“Nursing homes are looking for additional workers, they aren’t bidding down wages for native-born 
workers, they’re working alongside native born workers.” –David C. Grabowski, professor of 

health care policy at Harvard Medical School — BOSTON HERALD

“The biggest myth in the debate over immigrant welfare use is that noncitizens — which 

includes illegal immigrants and those lawfully present on various temporary visas and green 
cards — disproportionately consume welfare. That is not the case. Noncitizen immigrants 
consumed 54 percent less welfare than native-born Americans.” –CATO institute — WBUR

Healthcare is a human right, so, health 

care facilities should be sacred spaces, 

immune of immigration enforcement.

Health care workers hold a professional 

identity and responsibility to provide 

care—regardless of patients’ 

immigration status. 

Immigrants are a critical part of the 

healthcare workforce, filling important 

and necessary roles in our care 

infrastructure that would otherwise 

leave gaps in the system.

If immigrants fear getting healthcare, 

that negatively impacts and hurts the 

overall public health–which is already 

threatened by ongoing public health 

risks.



17

Opponents
“This is a bill that I have run to promote accountability. It in no way compromises a person’s 

ability to be served and treated at a hospital” –Republican state Sen. Wendy Rogers.  — 

FOX NEWS 

“Thankfully, the court put another nail in the coffin of Biden’s radical left-wing agenda” –

Alabama Attorney General Steve Marshall — BOSTON GLOBE

“Today, our healthcare system is overrun by illegals who came into our country, and the cost is 
borne by people like you and me, who are regular citizens, regular immigrants, who came here 

the right way” Abraham George, the chairman of the Texas Republican Party — BOSTON 
HERALD

“Even though President Trump is ending the ‘Temporary’ Protected Status of all these 

deadbeat Haitian illegals, the local Democrats desperately want them to remain here, on their 

permanent lifetime vacations. It’s all part of the fundamental transformation of America into a 

Third World hellhole.” –Howie Carr, political commentator — BOSTON HERALD

“This audit shows that the governor, that the program was rampant in overspending. It spent 

well in excess of 200% more than what was estimated in budgets and in appropriations" –John 

Curran, Illinois state Senate Republican leader — FOX NEWS

Immigrants are a drain on the 

health care system and often 

cheat it.

Blue States are providing 

immigrants with free health 

care at the expense of 

taxpayers.

Immigrants who work in 

healthcare are taking jobs 

away from citizens.



We really need for people to understand how 
much immigrant communities are contributing 

to economic growth and economic stability. 
And why when you invest in immigrants, you’re 

also investing more broadly, right? 
CDFI leader

Narrative strategy
...is a long term effort to raise certain values and 

diminish others in ways that engage diverse types 

of narrators and audiences, and that are not bound 

by short term communications needs.

Data: PAR study on 

narratives in health 

care re: immigrants

Emerging/potential strategies

• We are all connected

⚬ Humanization and connection through messengers

⚬ Respectfully finding common ground

⚬ Countering us v. them

• We all seek safety and deserve more than survival

⚬ Caregivers as vital members of communities

• Financial well-being is about more than covering bills, 

It’s about understanding your power in the economy.

⚬ Economic impact v shared economic destiny.



Self and Collective Care

-Mugabekazi (Gloria) Mugasha, African Feminism

Rest is anything that connects your 
mind and body.

-Tricia Hersey, The Nap 

Ministry

Data: every 

single project!

https://africanfeminism.com/reclaiming-and-reimagining-the-politics-of-collective-care-as-an-act-of-radical-existence/
https://thenapministry.wordpress.com/2022/02/21/rest-is-anything-that-connects-your-mind-and-body/
https://thenapministry.wordpress.com/2022/02/21/rest-is-anything-that-connects-your-mind-and-body/


Stay involved and keep in touch:
 

lzc@icommunityhealth.org

jsantos@icommunityhealth.org 

Join our mailing for research and event updates:

https://immigranthealth.org/contact

Donate to support community-engaged research: 

https://immigranthealth.org/donate/ 

Thank you!

www.immigranthealth.org

Research projects referenced in this presentation were 

supported by and/or conducted in partnership with: 
• City of Boston Equity and Inclusion Cabinet

• City of Boston Mayor’s Office for Immigrant Advancement

• CDFI Research Consortium at the University of New Hampshire 

Carsey School of Public Policy

• Harvard T. Chan School of Public Health

• Health Law Immigrant Solidarity Network

• Massachusetts Immigrant Collaborative

• Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee Advocacy Coalition

• Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

• Wonder: Strategies for Good

mailto:jsantos@icommunityhealth.org
mailto:jsantos@icommunityhealth.org
https://immigranthealth.org/contact/
http://www.icommunityhealth.org/donate
http://www.icommunityhealth.org/donate
http://www.icommunityhealth.org/donate
https://immigranthealth.org/donate/
http://www.immigranthealth.org
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